Knowledge transfer is an inevitable process in higher education where research outputs are largely associated with the production of Masters' and Doctoral graduates. The supervision of postgraduate students at universities is therefore one of the core responsibilities of academics and is considered a measure of academic output. Supervision not only transfers research and related skills, but is also an intensive and interconnected form of educator-student engagement. The role of the supervisor in providing a supportive, constructive and engaged supervision process is important in the development of next generation practitioners who have the correct educational and skills mix to fulfil the future needs of the profession. The underlying principle of student support during supervision is that an experienced supervisor will be able to move through the learning processes with the student as this becomes appropriate. As the student gains competence in the basic skills of conducting research in a particular field of study, he or she will move to a deeper understanding of the nature and reality of that field. Research and, ultimately, high quality supervision of students, plays a pivotal role in the scholarship of discovery and the development of evidence-based practice.
Introduction and background
We live in an environment and culture in which the provision of quality health care is expected from healthcare professionals in both the private and public sectors. An implication of this expectation is that decisions, including those made by nurses and midwives, should be justified by scientific evidence (McNicholl et al., 2008) . Research, and therefore ultimately quality supervision of students, plays a pivotal role in the scholarship of discovery and the development of evidence-based practice.
Creating, transferring and managing knowledge has become a central issue in the knowledge economy with its competitive environment, creating increased pressure on higher education institutions to enhance postgraduate research outputs. A fundamental tenet of the National Plan for Higher Education is the production of Master's and Doctoral graduates at South African universities (Department of Education, 2001) . A core responsibility of university academics is supervision of postgraduate students and the throughput rate of students is a measure of output. De Gruchy and Holness (2007) describe graduate supervision as being "situated at the interface of teaching and research … having to do with the transference of research and related skills".
The quality of postgraduate students is a primary focus for universities, as reflected in institutional audits (Mouton, 2007) . Quality comprises two key aspects: "the quality of the supervisory process (by supervisors) and the quality of the research output (by students)" (Lessing & Schulze, 2003) . Concomitant with the challenges of ensuring increased throughput and quality output is the transformation of universities into businesses where the subsidy formulas have changed and greater emphasis is placed on the throughput rates of students (Lessing & Schulze, 2003; Lessing & Lessing, 2004) .
The increase in the number of universities worldwide, the expansion of student numbers in higher education, the multiplication and flexibility of degrees and subject choices are set against the context of a rapidly changing economy and employment market (Rae, 2007: 606) . Increasingly, the employment sector is demanding graduates with technological skills and ability to apply knowledge (McCallin & Nayar, 2012) . Universities are faced with the imperative of producing competent graduates and postgraduates, yet also have to provide access and support for students who may not possess the foundational skills necessary for postgraduate work as a consequence of a lack of access to critical basic education (Lessing & Schulze, 2003; Lessing & Lessing, 2004) .
In South Africa, an increasing number of graduates is returning to universities for postgraduate study, affecting the supervisor-student ratio, thus impacting on student support and supervision. This is a world-wide phenomenon and Taylor (2002) has argued that this represents a transformation in higher education access, from the few elite to a mass system. The students are diverse in terms of age, language, cultural socio-economic status and educational background. This diversity poses challenges for the traditional supervisor-student process of supervision. New options are being explored to provide support and engaged communication (Pillay & Balfour, 2011; Watts, 2010; White & Coetzee, 2014) and the use of technology is replacing much of the traditional, personal one-to-one supervision (De Beer & Mason, 2009; Unwin, 2007; White & Coetzee, 2014; Winberg, 2014) .
Supervision requires professional commitment, as it is an intensive form of educator-student engagement. The multiple layers of the supervisor-student relationship need to be recognised and engaged with in order for a successful outcome to be achieved. In particular, Halse and Malfroy (2010) argue that doctoral supervision requires specialised professional activities that comprise five features: the learning agreement, habits of mind, intellectual expertise, technicalities and contextual expertise. Bitzer (2011) further argues that, while there have been a number of studies that make the case for more effective postgraduate supervision and the need for student commitment and identity development, there has been less emphasis on the institution or the university and its role in the production of knowledge and wisdom. Postgraduate study is more than just the production of knowledge. It also entails the development of a new scholar in a specific profession or work environment. Referring to doctoral supervision, Petersen (2007) affirms that the supervisory relationship "constitutes a negotiation of boundaries around what it means to undertake research that is recognisable as 'academic' or 'scientific' … ". These boundaries relate to power relationships, independence versus dependence and the 'becoming' of a new member of the academy. Effective supervision depends not only on the competence of the supervisor and the commitment of the student, but also on the nature of the relationship that exists at the centre of the supervisory process (Emilsson & Johnsson, 2007) .
Regardless of the nature of the discipline, theoretical basis or orientation, the aim of supervision is to increase the knowledge and competence of the practitioner (Emilsson & Johnsson, 2007) . In health sciences, there is a demand for skilled academic practitioners, whether practice, education or research-focused (Cleary, Hunt, & Jackson, 2011) . Students entering the university have high expectations for the achievement of a goal -that of the higher degree and the possibilities that this will open doors for future careers. Stakeholders require evidence about the outcomes of higher degrees with respect to the leadership and management skills that graduates will bring back to the clinical healthcare environment, as well as their educational capability, research expertise and ability to utilise evidence in practice (Cleary et al., 2011; Drennan, 2008) . Wisker (2005) states that "research supervision plays a key role in higher education in empowering students to become researchers". Good practice standards for postgraduate research degree programmes with respect to research supervision recommend that the following components are attended to: institutional arrangements; research environment; selection, admission, enrolment and induction of students; supervisory arrangements; initial review and subsequent progress; development of research and other skills; feedback mechanisms; and appeals and complaints (Metcalfe, Thompson, & Green, 2002) .
In this paper, the focus is on the supervision of postgraduate students in higher education Research supervision has particular relevance for the development of contextual, evidencebased and relevant knowledge and leadership in order to improve health care (Ketefian, Davidson, Daly, Chang, & Srisuphan, 2005; Severinsson, 2012) . The value benefits of research supervision are improvements in the quality of academic education and the quality of service (Severinsson, 2010) .
The role of the supervisor in providing a supportive, constructive and engaged supervision process is important to ensure that the future generation of students have the right educational and skills mix to fulfil the needs of the profession (Cleary et al., 2011) . The role of a postgraduate supervisor is complex, as outlined by de Gruchy and Holness (2007), who identify four keys areas of supervision:
The supervision process starts with the selection of postgraduate students and extends to how the research conducted (proposed topic) relates to practice and the working environment.
Appropriate initial selection of students for the postgraduate research programmes is important, especially for the research master's and doctoral degrees. Initial selection should be guided by the institutional policies, and potential students should be fully informed of the commitments that the programme requires, with respect to time, degree of enterprise initiative and intellectual autonomy (Thompson, Kirkman, Watson, & Stewart, 2005) .
Supervisors should have appropriate research qualifications and experience. Experienced supervisors should work with less experienced academics to support their own development as supervisors. There is a good argument for having two supervisors. The benefits of this for students are: different perspectives are brought to the supervisory process, there is a complementarity of approach, content and methodological expertise; and, for novice supervisors, the experience of 'learning on the job' (Thompson et al., 2005) .
The supervisory agreement should be negotiated within the framework of institutional requirements. Essential aspects of this agreement include: accessibility of the supervisor; regularity of meetings (whether face-to-face or via other media); preparation for such meetings and the time-line for submission of written drafts; responsibility for keeping a record of meetings; expected targets and timetable; assistance from other sources such as writing centres, librarians and computer literacy programmes.
The supervisory agreement is, however, affected by various factors. Many students enter the postgraduate education environment without sufficient knowledge of research methods (Lessing & Schulze, 2003) or academic literacy (Singh, 2011; Strauss, 2012) , and have little prior knowledge or expectations of roles and responsibilities in this regard (Lee, 2010 ). They may not be able to progress through the postgraduate programme without significant development of the required skills and adequate support. Students also enter the postgraduate experience with different cultural backgrounds and learning styles (Wisker, 2005) . Ngcongo (2000) and Kiani and Jumani (2010) , argue that supervision involves not only the facilitation of research skills capacity, but also the development of the students' self-esteem and guidance in order for them to become independent researchers with the ability to conceptualise and think critically.
Supervision requires a concern that extends beyond the academic. The supervisor needs to show concern and commitment, not only to the student's intellectual development and discovery of their academic potential, but also to the development of an understanding of the student as a whole person with other roles and responsibilities which may include family, work and other non-academic activities. This understanding will enable the supervisor to assist the student to maintain a balance, as it is often the demands of non-academic nature that will influence the successful completion of the degree (James & Baldwin, 1999) . Supervision requires a shared responsibility between the supervisor and student, making the supervisorstudent relationship an emotional association. Both the supervisor and student simultaneously lead and learn, and both depend on each other for emotional as well as other support (Van Laren et al., 2014) . This sharing of the process highlights the need for a nurturing and protective partnership. This obviously depends heavily on the relationship created between the supervisor and student. This partnership in turn is influenced by the personal and professional characteristics of both supervisor and student.
The supervisor's role entails guiding students towards independence, and thus the supervisor should maintain a balance in feedback between giving too much or too little direction (Kiani & Jumani, 2010: 416) . She or he also needs to coach students to improve their written work (Wang & Lee, 2011: 102) . Supervisors need to take responsibility for making suggestions and provide options for change and improvement of the supervised materials, in such a way that the student takes the responsibility for the improvement and the academic development.
Supervisor characteristics
The supervisor facilitates a process that is described as comprising "intellectual, methodological and pastoral elements" (Watts, 2010) , all of which are key supervisory characteristics. The relative significance of each of these elements changes during the course of the research process. Supervisors are expected to be nurturing and supportive, friendly, patient, honest, trustworthy, culturally sensitive, understanding, open, approachable, flexible, tolerant and unbiased (De Beer & Mason, 2009 , Coetzer, 2013 Kiley, 2011; Maxwell & Smyth, 2010) . They also need to be knowledgeable about research, have experience in supervision and share an interest in the student's topic (Lee, 2010) . To have all these characteristics embedded in one specific person is a daunting task. In addition to the above, students expect to have a good relationship with their supervisors. Student satisfaction with supervision and degree completion are very closely linked, and the relationship with the supervisor therefore becomes the key to student's success (Wolff, 2010: 229) . Many students are far more concerned about completing their research projects and obtaining a degree than about the scientific value of what they are working on (Paretti, McNair & Holloway-Attaway, 2007; Van Vuuren, 2013) . This attitude might have a negative impact on the students' perception of what a good relationship implies and what they can really expect from supervisors. James and Baldwin (1999) provide a useful framework for good practice in postgraduate supervision. Eleven practices that relate to the characteristics of an effective supervisor are summarised:
 Ensure the partnership is right for the project.  Get to know students and carefully assess their needs.  Establish reasonable, agreed upon expectations.  Work with students to establish a strong conceptual structure and research plan.  Encourage students to publish their work early in their academic life and often.  Initiate regular contact and provide high-quality feedback.  Get students involved in the life of the department.  Inspire and motivate students.  Help if academic and personal crises crop up.  Take an active interest in students' future careers.
 Carefully monitor the final production and presentation of the research (James and Baldwin, 1999) Using the above framework as a guide when supervising a student could equip the supervisor with direction in terms of the supervision process, supervision agreement and student support.
Student support
Student support during postgraduate supervision can be described as 'travelling' and 'growing' processes that facilitate learning. Facilitation suggests the notion of making an experience easier for someone else (Van Laren et al, 2014) . To address the processes in the learning experience, reflective practices could serve as support for developing knowledge and skills. Knowledge is thus created through the pedagogical processes of enquiry.
Different types of student support can be identified. These include academic, (including methodological and writing skills), emotional and structural support.
Academic support
The underlying premise of student support during supervision is that an experienced supervisor will be able to move through the learning processes related to knowledge and skills with the student as it becomes appropriate. As the student gains competence in the basic skills of conducting research in a particular field of study, he or she will move to a deeper understanding of the nature and reality of that field. Lee and Murray (2013) propose a framework for supervising students and supporting them on five levels. The functional level (level 1) requires a student to progress rationally through the tasks associated with research. On the second level (enculturation) students are encouraged to become members of the subject/specialty community, where role-modelling and apprenticeship/internship/education become evident. The focus here is on cognitive apprenticeship (McCallin & Nayar, 2012) . At the third level (critical thinking), students are encouraged through constant inquiry to analyse their work. This level is characterised by enquiry-based learning. During level four, students are emancipated as they reflect on their work and reframe their thoughts with the support of the supervisor as mentor. Level five is reached when the student develops a quality relationship within the process of research and supervision, and becomes motivated and inspired. At this level the supervisor-student relationship has reached a team approach type of support.
Student support and student development often opens an interesting discourse. Students can only be effectively supported and developed during the supervision process if they are ready to apply themselves to postgraduate studies. A question arises as to how student support should be constructed. Leading the student to become an 'autonomous learner' or 'autonomous researcher (postgraduate student)' is a neutral approach where the context is not crucial, but rather the factors inherent to the individual (motivation, intelligence, interests and aptitude) are. The construction of student support from a social perspective would focus on the social contexts within which the students are supervised. Learning how to learn, or do research, implies taking up a position on knowledge and knowing, where the learning (or doing research) requires more than technical skills. It involves values, attitudes and practices. For postgraduate students to be successful, they must acquire new understandings of knowledge, as well as new practices or behaviours which facilitate learning. These new practices and behaviours include understanding knowledge construction and the role of the researcher in knowledge development within the societal context.
Writing support
Any research report requires sound academic writing (Wolff, 2010) . Based on the framework for supervising students as proposed by Lee and Murray (2013) , the student will first have to understand the principles of academic writing and acquire the skills though simple tasks and experiences before those of scientific writing.
Writing about their research causes significant anxiety in students. Many students are unable to synthesise and think conceptually, structure their writing or write at an appropriate level. Academic writing, particularly for a non-first-language English-speaking student, is challenging. The skill of academic writing requires more than just a command of the structure and vocabulary of the language. It is more aligned to the coherence of the student's thought processes.
Although the supervisor as facilitator engages in developing students to be able to write academically, the concern is always that the supervisor should not be a 'proofreader' by checking spelling, grammar, syntax and helping students to formulate ideas (Lee & Murray, 2013) . The question of whose work it is may then be asked. The role of the supervisor should rather be one of supporting the student to be emancipated by thinking critically about the work in progress.
Through feedback and assessment the supervisor is able to identify the student's strengths and weaknesses in writing. Criteria for writing through which students learn to construct and deconstruct arguments and identify gaps and weaknesses in their logic will encourage conceptual mapping. As they develop their writing skills, students should be able to debate approaches to an argument as well as the content and embrace criticism. The outcome will be rhetorical competence that will allow a student to write scientifically and act as an author.
 Are you convinced that you have read the literature from the important authors pertaining to your topic?
 Are these the most recent articles/literature on the sampling technique?
Feedback to students takes the form of face-to-face and/or electronic (e.g. Skype) contact sessions, but should always be supported by written feedback.
The World Wide Web has opened the opportunity for students around the globe to embark on doctoral and master's studies at any university, resulting in many students never receiving faceto-face feedback from supervisors. There is, however, a growing consensus that an effective teaching presence can be established online (Gunter, 2007) , and supervision can be done effectively without face-to-face contact.
Whether feedback is given face-to-face or via electronic media, the key to the success of feedback and its acceptance is the commitment of the supervisor to support the student (Holberg, 2008) . The basic principles of constructive feedback and communication thus remain the same, although the medium might be different. In the face-to-face environment, non-verbal communication plays a very important role that is often compromised in the online environment.
In the virtual and online world, the body language of neither the supervisor nor the student is visible (Betts, 2009 ) and the nonverbal message can become lost in translation. Online communication skills are a very important supervisory attributes in providing appropriate feedback.
Written feedback
Skill is required to be able to provide constructive feedback on written work. Strategies for giving constructive feedback include: pitching the criticism at the student's level of understanding; depersonalising criticism and keeping it specific; grounding feedback in evidence from the written work; linking to strategies for improvement and using appropriate language in a collaborative rather than a lecturing style. Wolff (2010) suggests that learning takes place through writing. The written word of the student gives meaning to the learning that has taken place during the research. Written feedback, as used in online communication, serves as a dialogue and quality assurance process.
Before responding, the supervisor should read the student's submitted work thoroughly. The aim is to give constructive feedback that will provide intellectual expertise. Sharing expertise through written feedback could be seen in terms of reflective conversations that clarify assumptions and expectations, express feelings and dilemmas and invite students to express their own experiences (McMichael & MacKee, 2008) .
The benefit of online communication is that it is predominantly asynchronous and allows for a reflective form of communication: in other words, there is sufficient time for supervisors to reflect before sending a message (Betts, 2009 ).
Non-verbal communication elements need to be approximated in an e-mail or text "emotions" like a smiling face, or a textual equivalent () (Prensky, 2004) . This is time-consuming, but supervisors need to express emotion.
Written electronic feedback should always be carefully phrased, as there may be limited opportunity to discuss the comments, and the supervisor should conform to 'etiquette' when sending text messages or emails. Be careful of using bold text and capital letters. The following is an example of a comment that should not be used:
 DO NOT USE THE SAME REFERENCE AS MOTIVATION FOR THE ENTIRE PROBLEM STATEMENT!!!!!!!
The same comment could be made in a friendlier and more professional manner such as:
 Please do not use the same reference as motivation for the entire problem statement   Could you please find more references to support your problem statement  All words have meaning, and the way in which they are written will convey intent, and that will never change (Kallos, 2014) . In today's electronic age, however, the skilled online communicator should be able to communicate clearly just by the choice of words, without relying on bold type, font size, capital letters or colours. This is a relatively new, but necessary skill for the supervisor with more traditional experience.
Conclusion
The market for postgraduate education has evolved and research supervision has had to adapt (McCallin & Nayar, 2012) . Students, whether they can meet with their supervisors face-to-face, only through the electronic media, or a combination of both, need to be effectively and efficiently supervised to ensure success. Supervisors need to provide the type of supervision which ensures that students produce work of a high standard which enhances throughput rates (Kiley, 2011) .
Supervision is an interconnected learning and developmental process that takes place within a relationship between the supervisor and student. Interpersonal skills to enhance the interaction have become more important, given the variety of communication platforms. As in a professional and mature relationship, both supervisor and student need to show tolerance and appreciation towards each other. Commitment grounded in honesty and responsiveness contribute to the supervision relationship as an intellectual, as well as socio-emotional, relationship. Despite the diversity of support structures available for students, effective and engaged supervision will continue to be an important componet of the postgraduate experience.
